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Everyone Is Ill


The food was ready, but Mata Tripta couldn't find her son. She asked her daughter if she knew where Nanak was. ‘No, he is not here, Ma,’ Bibi Nanaki, Nanak's sister, answered. ‘When I was on my way home with water from the well, I saw some yogis sitting under the banyan tree outside the village. Maybe he has gone there.’


Nanak Dev's parents were worried. Earlier, he used to be out playing with his friends every day, but now he would not go and play gilli-danda or kabaddi, or fly kites with the other children nearby; nor was he up to mischief like other boys his age. He had stopped going to school and was not interested in his father's business. All he wanted to do was to be by himself, lost in his thoughts. The strange thing was, if any holy men came to their village, he would rush to meet them and sit with them for hours on end, but when people came to visit the family, he would disappear.


Nanak's mother knew that if there were holy men in the neighbourhood, her son would be sure to go and start talking to them – and even forget to eat. ‘I don't know what to do with that child!’ she sighed. ‘Why can't he behave like other boys his age?’ She doted on Nanak, but he did exasperate her sometimes.


When Nanak's father, Kalu Mehta, came home that evening, Mata Tripta told him that their son had forgotten to eat lunch again, and been lost in thought all afternoon. ‘Can't you speak to a doctor and find out what the matter is?’ she asked him.


Kalu Mehta went to meet the local doctor. He told the doctor that his son had stopped going to school, was not eating properly and behaving strangely. He and his wife were worried that something was seriously wrong with him. The doctor promised he would come home and examine Nanak Dev.


When the doctor came, he tried to take Nanak's pulse, but the boy pulled his arm away and asked the doctor what he was doing.


‘I am taking your pulse to find out if you are ill,’ the doctor said. ‘Once I know what the sickness is, I will give you some medicine to cure you.’


Nanak told the doctor that only God could cure him. ‘You know how to cure the body, but how will you get rid of my pain?’ he asked the doctor. ‘My soul aches because I want to be one with God. Everyone is ill, and nobody knows it. You have to understand and experience God in order to know him. You will only be able to help me when you are one with God, when you live the highest truth.’


The doctor was surprised to hear such wise words from a boy as young as Nanak. He saw that the boy's love for God was pure. When Nanak's parents asked him if there was a problem with their son, he told them to stop worrying. ‘Your son is not sick,’ the doctor said. ‘He is healthier than any of us. He belongs to God, and will be fine.’


Nanak's parents were left bewildered and confused, because they found it hard to understand their child.


What Guru Nanak Said


They have called the doctor to feel my pulse,
But the naive doctor doesn't know the pain is in my heart!


In the village of the body, five thieves live,
Even though they have been warned
They still go out and steal;
He who keeps his soul safe from the three modes and
the ten passions is safe.


Focus on the All-Pervading, He who wears garlands of
the woods,
Let your rosary be chanting the Lord's Name;
The four Vedas cling to a God whose roots turn up and
branches bow down,
He who is awake in the love of the Supreme Lord
reaches the tree.


The coral tree is in my courtyard,
Truth its flowers, leaves and branches;
Meditate on the Pure Light,
Give up all entanglements.


Listen, seekers of Truth,
Nanak says, break the snare of Maya,
 Think of the Lord,
That you will not be reborn once again.


He alone is the Guru, the Disciple,
The Doctor who can diagnose the illness,
Man should not get involved,
And can be a yogi while living at home.


He gives up lust, wrath, ego,
Greed, attachment and Maya;
With his mind focusing on the Eternal Lord,
He finds Him by the Guru's Grace.


Wisdom and Contemplation are gifts from God,
Demons turn white before him;
He tastes the honey of the Lotus of the Lord,
And is ever awake.


The Lotus is very deep,
Its roots are in the nether regions, all pervasive;
With the Guru's teaching I will not be reborn,
I will discard poison and taste nectar.


If a hundred moons were to rise and a thousand suns
to blaze,
Even with this brilliant light, without the Guru, all would
be dark.
 If the Lord is merciful, one receives the true Guru in one's
heart
And his soul that wandered through millions of births,
to it the True Guru imparts the Word.
Listen, like the True Guru, no one is beneficent.
Receiving the Guru, we attain the Truth and lose our
self;
Yes, through Him, the essence of God's Truth is revealed
to us.
The very first pain is that of separation;
Then there is the pang of hunger for Him.
Also the pain which mighty Death can bring,
And the pain when illness consumes my body;
O foolish doctor, bring me no medicine.


O foolish doctor, bring me no medicine.
The pain remains, my body aches,
Don't give me medicine,
Brother, it has no effect.


O foolish doctor, bring me no medicine.
Sandalwood is valued for its fragrance,
Man is valued as long as there is breath in him;
When his breath leaves him, the body crumbles,
After that there is no use for medicine.


The body is bright and golden, the soul made pure,
If the essence of the Pure Name is in it,
All pain and sorrow leave
And man is saved by the True Name.


Pain is a poison, the Lord's Name an antidote,
Grind it in the mortar of contentment, with the pestle
of charity,
Take it every day, your body will not waste away;
At the last moment you will kill the messenger of Death,
Swallow such medicine, O fool,
Which will cure you of your sins.


Kingdoms, possessions and youth are all shadows;
When the chariots move
Neither body nor fame nor social status go with you,
It is day over there, night over here.


Of burnt offerings, feasts and reading the Puranas,
Whatever pleases God is acceptable.




A Thread beyond Life


The house was full of people. The smell of spices wafted through the air. Everyone had come to take part in a ceremony. Food was being prepared for a feast. Nanak's home had been decorated for a party and Hardayal, the family priest, was invited as well. Hardayal would come to the family to offer prayers on major occasions and events.


The midwife who looked after Mata Tripta during Nanak's birth was called Daulatan. It is said in the Janamsakhis that when Hardayal asked her the morning after Nanak was born whether the newborn baby had made a sound, she said his cry had been ‘like the laughing voice of a wise man’.


However, now he was no longer a baby. During Nanak's time, when boys of upper castes reached a certain age, a ceremony would be held to mark that they were growing up. A pandit would give them a sacred cotton thread called a janeu that they would wear over a shoulder and across their chest and they would then be initiated into the rites of adulthood, reciting the Gayatri mantra and other verses.


Nanak was nine years old when his grandparents and parents invited their family and friends in the village to attend his janeu ceremony. This was a tradition in Nanak's family and they all wanted to celebrate that their son had come of age. As usual, Nanak was nowhere to be seen.


Nanak's friends and his sister went to look for him. When they found him, they brought him back to where all the people had gathered in his home. Nanak sat down in front of Hardayal the priest and all the guests, and the pandit began to explain what he was about to do.


The sacred thread consisted of three strands of cotton spun together and tied with a knot, and was worn to help one meditate and remember God. Because only upper-caste boys got janeus, if you wore one, others could see that you belonged to a high caste. Once a year you changed the thread, and if it broke before that, you would get another one that was blessed and made sacred. Hardayal said that by putting on the janeu, Nanak would be a great man in this life and be happy in his next one.


Nanak tried to stop the priest from putting the thread around his neck. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked and tried to wriggle away. ‘Why are you putting this on me?’


‘When you wear this sacred thread,’ said the priest, ‘you will be a true Brahmin. This thread will remind you of God and your teachers.’


‘But I can remember God without a thread,’ protested Nanak. ‘What if it gets dirty or wet? What if it breaks? Panditji! In case you have an unbreakable sacred thread that can make a person kind, contented, honest and disciplined, put it on me and I will wear it. When people die, they leave their body and this sacred thread behind. Only the soul goes on. If you could give me something that will go along with my soul, I would wear that.’


The priest felt Nanak was being rude and got angry with him. He asked, ‘What kind of thread would your soul take along?’


‘Believing in God's Name brings honour,’ Nanak answered. ‘Praising Him is the true thread that you take with you and wear when you enter God's Court. It never gets worn out nor breaks.’


Sure enough, Nanak remembered God throughout his life, without wearing a sacred thread.


What Guru Nanak Said


Believing in the Lord's Name brings honour,
The Lord's Praise is the True Thread,
For this Pure Thread never breaks;
With it we are blessed in the Lord's Court.
Make mercy the cotton, contentment the thread,
Continence the knot, and truth the twist.
This is the sacred Thread of the Soul, O Brahmin,
Put it on me, if you have one on you,
For it does not break, nor is it soiled,
Nor burnt, nor wasted.
Blessed are those, Nanak,
Who wear it around their necks.


If only they knew the nature of God,
They would know how false these rituals are.
Says Nanak, one must meditate with deep faith;
How do you find the way without the True Guru?


There is no thread for the senses, no thread for women,
No thread for when your beards are spat upon,
There is no thread for the feet, no thread for the hands,
No thread for the tongue, no thread for the eyes.




True Profit


Nanak's parents, Mata Tripta and her husband Kalu Mehta, lived in Talwandi, in an area of Punjab that is now part of Pakistan. Weary travellers and fakirs would stop and rest here during their wanderings, and Mata Tripta would welcome and look after all the passers-by.


Kalu Mehta, whose full name was Kalyan Chand Das Bedi, was also known as Kalidas Chandarana. He was a Hindu Khatri and worked as the patwari or accountant of crop revenue for the village of Talwandi, under Rai Bular Bhatti, a Muslim landlord of the area.


When Guru Nanak was a child, he would often go off on his own to meditate. As he grew older, his urge for meditation became stronger and he showed no interest in worldly things. His father was worried that Nanak was too cut off from his surroundings, so he decided to teach him skills that would help him become a successful businessman.


One day he gave Nanak twenty rupees, which was an enormous sum of money at the time, and asked him to go to the market at Chuharkhana, a nearby town, with one of his friends to buy some goods. Kalu Mehta instructed Nanak to then find someone who was interested in buying the merchandise from them, so that he could sell it to them at a profit. He would have to make more money than he had spent.


‘Go and make a profit with the money I have given you,’ he said, sending Nanak and his friend off to the market.


The two boys set off for Chuharkhana. On the way they passed through a thick forest. In the jungle, a few sadhus were sitting under a tree. Nanak loved to sit and talk with sadhus, so he stopped for a while and discovered that they had not eaten for several days. They were famished. God would provide for them, they told him. He remembered that his father had asked him to make a profit. What better profit could there be than feeding the hungry?
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